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Abstract 
The article reviews theoretical and practical effects of cognitive theory on foreign language teaching. Providing a general 
overview of some linguistic issues revised by cognitive approach the authors focus on the research done by the scholars of 
Tomsk State University (TSU) and their contribution to the development of cognitive approach in language teaching and 
learning. 
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1. Introduction 
The idea of Chomsky that it is the internal form of language that should be studied rather than its externalone has 
acquired wide understanding among linguists and is regarded as an urgent one by many of them (Kubryakova, 2004, 
p. 51). Nowadays language is viewed as an access to human mind, as a way that can reveal the mechanism of its 
functioning and the way of categorization. Alongside with this, knowing how language works can help us improve 
the process of teaching and learning a foreign language. The change in research paradigm in linguistics predictably 
resulted in the change in teaching languages. Cognitive approach to teaching is generally opposed to the old-
fashioned highly-instructed lessons with abundance of rote-learning and copying. Cognition focused teaching and 
learning concentrates on “thinking process”, implying comprehension, reasoning, interpreting, analyzing and 
synthesizing, thus, being dominated by the question “why?” and promoting independent thinking in students 
(Shirley, 2009).In learning and teaching FL the two different approaches mentioned may lead to different results.  
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Some linguists believe that there is a distinction between language acquisition and learning. In particular, Stephen 
Krashen defines acquisition as a subconscious process which leads to fluency and learning as a conscious process 
which shows itself in terms of learning rules and structures (cf. Dulay, Burt, & Krashen, 1982, p. 11 – 45). What is 
crucial in language learning and teaching theory is the understanding of the mentioned “subconscious process” and 
most cognitive linguists try to become more conscious and familiar with this hidden, mysterious process, and the 
role it plays in our language and more broadly cognitive capacity. 
2. Change in the learning style 
Cognitive approach in linguistics initiated reshaping our understanding of language, speech and their relation to 
human mind and brain. New theories of language have been proposed by leading researches. Ronald W. Langacker 
(1991) in “Foundations of Cognitive Grammar” introduces a new and fundamentally different conception of 
language structure and linguistic investigation, arguing that grammar is not autonomous with respect to semantics 
but rather reduces to patterns for the structuring and symbolization of conceptual content. Ray Jackendoff (2002) in 
his “Foundations of Language” also proposes new perspectives on every major aspect of language and 
communication: grammar, vocabulary, learning, origins of language and the relationship of language and thought to 
the real world and focusing on storage and process of language. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) transform 
our vision of categorization and stimulate new ideas on mind and meaning. Michael Hoey (2005) in “Lexical 
Priming”: a new theory of words and language proposes a radical new theory of the lexicon, which amounts to a 
completely new theory of language based on how words are used in the real world. Among Russian linguists the idea 
for new theory of language has also been proposed by many scholars. Elena Kubrjakova (2004) in her book “Yazyk i 
Znanie” also revised linguistic paradigm proposing new theory of nomination by establishing tighter links between 
cognitive structures of various nature. Alexander Kravchenko (2001) synthetizes the data about language as a 
biological system naturally integrating with human mind. 
The ideas advocated by the authors above once being revolutionary now have become conventional and widely 
spread. As a result, we see a natural process of how cognitive vision of language incorporates into more practical 
areas of language expertize – language teaching. F. Ungerer & H.J. Schmid speculating on the effects of cognitive 
linguistics on foreign language teaching claim that the impact of cognitive linguistics is less revolutionary than for 
example speech act theory, but may still prove very valuable, because it lends theoretical support to a number of 
accepted teaching approaches (frequency lists, basic grammar categories etc.)(Ungerer & Schmid, 1996, pp. 267 –
269). M. Hoey arguing that the words are ‘primed’ for use through our experience with them  and claiming that this 
knowledge explains how speakers of a language succeed in being fluent, creative and natural proposes that language 
teaching materials and language teachers can provide essential shortcuts to primings (Hoey, 2005, p. 185 –186).  
The idea that people are able to create mental representations of the environment they are in and such cognitive 
maps influence their activity emerged within cognitive science. Cognitive mapping has acquired a lot of attention 
and become an object of research as a special form of memory. The latest model emerging within the framework of 
the theory of embodied cognition is the Parallel Distributed Processing Model, the main peculiarity of which is the 
idea that information coming into memory system is processed not in succession but simultaneously, employing 
various types of memory (sensor, short- and long-term memory) (Portugali, 2005). Cognitive mapping has proved to 
be very fruitful for language learning. Based on the idea of cognitive mapping concept maps and mind maps are 
widely used in different fields of learning (Dixon & Lammi, 2014). “The importance of elaborating materials 
enhancing meaningful learning bycentring on concepts organization” (Bruillard, 2000, p. 331) has been underlined 
not once together with the ability of concept maps to aid students not only in constructing and representing the 
domain but also in assessing, communicating and cooperating. A concept mapping strategy based on the ideas by 
Piaget and Vygotsky employed in higher education is reported to reduce students’ learning cognitive load and 
facilitate their enthusiasm for studying (Meng-Lei Monica Hu & Ming-Hsiung Wu, 2012). 
3. TSU case study 
The aim of the present article is to provide an overview of the research being done by the linguists of Tomsk State 
University and speculate on the possible application of this research in language teaching. Interdisciplinary 
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cooperation of traditional methods in linguistics with technologies from cognitive psychology brings about different 
perspective on language research. 
Research in cognitive language laboratories at Tomsk State University concerns the relationship between language 
and thought (Gural, Nagel, Temnikova, Nyman, 2012). Scholars conduct research on the way mental representation 
of various concepts is encoded in language. The research utilizes a wide range of methodologies, including linguistic 
analysis (structural, functional and pragmatic), behavioral experimentation, E-Prime, Eye-Tracking, corpus 
linguistics, cross-linguistic comparisons. This diversity of approaches helps establish closer links between basic 
research in language and the mechanisms of the mind. 
In the main line of research, we examine how language might offer a window into the conceptual system. 
Focusing on mechanisms of attention, perception, memory and thinking we are trying to reveal those aspects of word 
meaning that may be broadly shared by the speakers of different languages. In particular the following directions are 
represented in the work of Tomsk linguists and will be evaluated in terms of their value to language teaching in this 
article: cognitive mechanism of derivational (word-formation) process, referential choice in the perception of 
gender-marked metaphorical nominations of the person, Cognate Effect in Russian-English bilinguals. 
Exploration of the effect of morphological complexity on word identification has been done by O. Nagel and I. 
Temnikova (2014) registering reaction times with ASUS PC using E-Prime 2.0 (Copyright 1996-2012 Psychology 
Software Tools). People’s ability to coin new words using the existing patterns in language attracts linguist’s 
attention by a subconscious nature of this process. Having acquired this ability in their childhood speakers easily 
operate morphologically complex words. But the question remains whether a speaker constructs a new word for each 
utterance employing morphological parts from the mental lexicon or whether once constructed a morphologically 
complex word is stored in speaker’s memory as a ready-made unit. The answer to this question is crucial for 
language teaching as each hypothesis leads to different approaches to teaching vocabulary either concentrating on 
ready-made words or advocating compositional approach to vocabulary development. Languages vary greatly as to 
how much derivational morphology is exploited in conveying semantic information, while, for example, for Russian 
rich derivational morphology is one of the main characteristics, English relies less on suffixes, but still does. It is 
necessary to study morphological processing in a wide variety of structurally distinct languages to construct 
typology of possible ways and conditions which determine them. 
Z. I. Rezanova focuses on testing the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis of linguistic relativity in the sphere of Russian 
speakers’ solving gender-oriented language tasks by studying the way people name men and women metaphorically 
in Russian (Rezanova, 2014). Metaphors both conceptual and stylistic ones determine clarity and vividness of speech 
leading to fluency. Understanding what influences the readiness of people to relate the features to a male or female 
person and thus to produce metaphors in different languages will uncover the mechanism of people’s perception of 
qualities and values. The results obtained on the basis of different languages will contribute not only to the 
importance of study of figurative language in class but facilitates cultural aspect of teaching and learning in general. 
The research that is the most promising in the sense that it can help develop powerful tools for teaching a foreign 
language is connected with the phenomenon of bilingualism. The study of bilingual mind and its language specificity 
helps not only to reveal hidden mechanisms of languages’ interactions and thus to construct classroom activities with 
respect of these interactions, but also develop a control tool to measure degree of bilingualism in students studying a 
foreign language. For example the research investigating the cognate effect in Russian-English bilinguals (Russian 
students studying English as FL) employing a lexical-decision paradigm aims to reveal the influence of one language 
on the other resulting either in processing facilitation or inhibition. Controversy of the issue triggers evaluation of 
not only the level of language proficiency but the conditions in which FL was studied, including teaching and 
learning methods employed (Nagel & Temnikova, 2014).Cognitive research of language is focused on its conceptual 
basis and the results obtained are aimed at bridging the gap between formal repository of language units and their 
actual use by the speakers in a natural intercourse which is the major goal of language teaching. 
There is a hypothesis that the semantics of the words whose referents have typical space localization (in the upper 
or lower part of a visual field) influences the focus of attention in word processing, which reveals a tight connection 
between spatial orientation and language and helps to understand the process of mental modelling. Activation of 
different systems (verbal and visual) in the experiment done by the researchers at TSU is intended to reveal either 
compatibility or interferential effect. Understanding the process of mental spatial modelling is of paramount 
importance in teaching FL to promote text interpreting (Miklashevsky & Tsaregorodtseva, 2014). 
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Multimodal character of human perception is in the focus of the study done by E. Nekrasova. Stating the 
regularities of sensor multimodal interaction is crucial for studying polymodal texts. Investigating a conflict of 
modalities during simultaneous visual and audial perception of verbal stimuli reveals some cognitive processes 
employed in perception (Nekrasova, 2014). 
4. Conclusion 
A change in the approach to understanding language inevitably brings about a change in the way we learn it and 
teach it. Psychological experiments done by linguists at Tomsk State University not only shift their attention to the 
phenomena that lie outside the language proper (as they got accustomed to call it) and unveil a breathtaking scenery 
but also make them better understand what is going on in their students’ minds and contribute to improving their 
learn styles.  
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